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Characterising strategic collaboration of large Swiss 
municipalities
Lukas Baschung and Jérôme Heim

Haute école de gestion Arc, University of Applied Sciences Western Switzerland/HES-SO, 
Neuchâtel, Switzerland

ABSTRACT
By analysing legislative programmes of all Swiss municipalities having more 
than 20,000 inhabitants (in 2018) and in two different time periods (2010 and 
2020), this study examines the general place of collaboration in municipal 
strategies, by paying attention to the various public fields and degree of 
complexity in terms of actor constellations. As in real life, collaboration occupies 
also an important part of the large Swiss municipal governments’ strategic 
reflections. Yet, a certain gap exists regarding the weight given to public fields. 
Indeed, politically selling fields seem to get more place in legislative pro-
grammes than in real life. Collaboration, such as planned in municipal strate-
gies, involves a large diversity of actors and thereby achieves a certain 
complexity which clearly goes beyond the intermunicipal level. The degree of 
complexity does not evolve over time but inhabitants become a strategically 
more important collaborative actor for municipalities.

KEYWORDS Collaboration; cooperation; strategy; complexity; Switzerland

Introduction

During the last three decades, European public administration has been under-
going far-reaching reforms, whose common goal consists in making public 
administration more performant. The most prominent reform, called ‘New 
Public Management (NPM)’, has spread all over the world – though in various 
forms (Hood 1995) – including Switzerland (Giauque and Emery 2008). Reforms of 
the Swiss public sector left deep footprints, also at the municipal level. New Public 
Management (NPM) penetrated since the 1990s, especially in larger municipa-
lities (Ladner 2016). Between 2000 and 2010, 94% of all Swiss municipalities 
introduced some NPM instruments (Keuffer 2018). One visible NPM footprint 
consists of the elaboration of municipal strategies, mostly called ‘legislative 
programmes’. This public document contains strategic objectives, decided by 
the municipal government, for the next legislative, a four- or five-year period.
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However, NPM was not the only public sector reform narrative, that was 
observed empirically in the Swiss public sector. ‘Network Governance’, 
a reform narrative, which emphasises among others the collaborative1 

aspect of public management (Ferlie, Musselin, and Andresani 2008), also 
shows up prominently at the municipal level. Intermunicipal collaboration 
largely diffused (Steiner and Kaiser 2013) and intensified especially between 
2005 and 2010 (Keuffer 2018). Yet, municipal collaboration is not limited to 
collaboration with other municipalities. In the case of Swiss agglomerations, 
collaboration at the horizontal level also takes place with actors of the civil 
society and private actors. In addition, vertical collaborative networks, com-
posed of actors of the municipal, cantonal (state) and federal levels are also 
observed (Kübler 2014).

The present study simultaneously focuses on those two phenomena – 
municipal strategies and collaboration – since it is interested in the use 
of collaboration as a tool to achieve strategic goals. By analysing legisla-
tive programmes of larger Swiss municipalities, which are defined here as 
having more than 20,000 inhabitants (in 2018), and in two different time 
periods (2010 and 2020), this study examines the following three ques-
tions and, thereby, contributes to the debate on strategic collaboration of 
municipalities. First, what is the general place of cooperation in municipal 
strategies and how does it develop over time? On the basis of a survey of 
Swiss municipalities, Steiner and Kaiser (2018) report that intermunicipal 
cooperation is very important. Thus, this first research question aims at 
examining whether the strong place of municipal cooperation also 
appears at the strategic level. This distinction is important because 
collaborations mentioned in strategic documents are not necessarily 
always implemented in reality, but can be seen as a means to express 
politico-strategic intentions for the future. Second, intermunicipal coop-
eration seems to be stronger in certain public fields than in others 
(Steiner and Kaiser 2018; Kübler 2014; Steiner 2003). This study examines 
whether differences in terms of public fields, such as observed in pre-
vious studies, also apply to mentions in strategic documents or whether 
the focus is put on other public fields. Again, it will also be examined 
whether the focus on certain public fields evolves over time. Third, 
although some studies also consider cooperation with other types of 
actors than municipalities (Hulst and van Montfort 2007; Hulst et al. 
2009), more research is required regarding cooperating actors, especially 
concerning residents (Swianiewicz and Teles 2018). The composition of 
cooperative networks has an impact in terms of management complexity 
(Camões, Tavares, and Teles 2021). Therefore, their analysis in terms of 
composition and over time will allow observing with which degree of 
complexity cooperation is planned within strategic documents and 
whether complexity is increasing or not.
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On the basis of these three kinds of observations and, previously, 
a presentation of the state of the art of strategy and collaboration at 
the municipal level, hypotheses related to the Swiss context as well as 
methodological considerations, a general discussion of the place of col-
laboration in public strategies is carried out in order to nourish the 
debate on municipal strategic collaboration also of other countries, espe-
cially federal ones.

Strategy and collaboration in the public sector and at the 
municipal level

Strategic management

Ferlie and Parrado (2018) describe the use of strategic management in the 
public sector of the UK, Spain and Germany and thereby observe the influ-
ence of different schools of strategic management. Unsurprisingly, the influ-
ence of the ‘Porterian school’ with its top-down and strategic positioning 
approach can be particularly well observed in the European NPM orientated 
outlier UK. However, the degree of NPM implementation does not fully 
explain empirical observations. The background of the managers may also 
have an influence. For instance, hospitals led by ‘professionals’ (i.e., physi-
cians) tend to adopt a rather interactive process of strategic management, in 
line with the ‘Mintzberg school’, whereas hospitals led by ‘administrative’ 
managers underline efficiency gains in their strategic management, in line 
with the ‘design school’. In addition, organisational variables, such as degree 
of publicness, observability of outputs and outcomes and the degree of 
autonomy (strategic space) also influence the use of strategic management 
by public agencies. Finally, at least in the case of Germany, enthusiasm for the 
use of strategic management seems to be bigger at the local level than at the 
federal level (Ferlie and Parrado 2018).

According to Weiß (2019), data about the diffusion and intensity of stra-
tegic management at the municipal level only exists to a limited extent. 
Studies carried out on data as off the 1970s indicate that between 40% and 
60% of American municipalities have a strategic plan (Poister and Streib 1994; 
Jimenez 2014). Smaller cities tend to introduce less often strategic manage-
ment than larger ones (Kwon, Berry, and Soun Jang 2014). The share of 
German municipalities that implemented strategic management achieves 
not more than 15% (Weiss 2017). Weiß (2019) summarises a number of 
reasons, which prevent municipalities from using strategic plans in a strong 
form: the number of stakeholders who have to be integrated in strategy 
formulation, heterogeneous constellations of interest, blame avoidance, pro-
fessional values of managers going against managerial concepts, small size 
and heterogeneous tasks.
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Studies on the impact of strategic management on the municipalities’ 
performance generally show that if there is an impact, it is only slightly 
positive (Weiß 2019). Evidence from a practice-based case study, focusing 
on a Swiss municipality (Sauter et al. 2019), seems to indicate that municipal 
strategies may increase effectiveness and efficiency if they are coupled with 
adapted Information and Communication Technologies, which provide pre-
cise, indicator based information about strategic advancement.

Collaboration: a promising tool for public sector management

NPM was criticised, among others, for being focalised too much on the man-
agement of public administration as such, neglecting its political and societal 
context and especially the fact that various actors situated outside of public 
administration also intervene on public management (Kickert 1997). In this 
context, various authors mention other, more collaborative forms of manage-
ment, such as ‘Network Governance’ (Ferlie, Musselin, and Andresani 2008), 
which are practised in real life of public administration. This alternative public 
management narrative considers the relevance of an increasing number of 
actors (both public and private), the limited role of the State, the distribution of 
power on inferior and superior institutional levels, lateral rather than vertical 
management, the self-organising capacity of networks as well as the exchange 
of good practice (Ferlie, Musselin, and Andresani 2008).

Several authors underline the advantages of collaborative management 
(CM) for public administration. First, CM represents a mean to survive or to 
achieve interesting goals for public institutions who do not possess 
enough own resources (Klijn 2005). Second, the output of public policies 
can be improved thanks to CM (Torfing 2019). Third, by integrating various 
actors in the elaboration and implementation of public policies, the latter’s 
legitimacy can be increased. Fourth, CM helps to solve problems that go 
beyond geographic boarders, institutional levels and political fields (Scott 
and Thomas 2017). Furthermore, Agranoff and McGuire (2001) argue that 
knowledge development and learning occur best in networks, whereas 
Torfing (2019) reports about CM’s positive impact on innovation in public 
policies. Thus, CM seems to offer many ways to improve the overall 
performance of public management.

Steiner and Kaiser (2018) confirm such advantages also in the context of 
Swiss municipalities. They highlight the potential for economies of scale, 
higher quality and professionalism, the introduction of new services and 
infrastructure and the lessening of the free rider problem. Simultaneously, 
some disadvantages and risks are also mentioned. Intermunicipal coopera-
tion may slow down the decision-making process, cause democratic deficits, 
provoke a loss of municipal autonomy and hinder the development of an 
overall strategy (Steiner and Kaiser 2018).
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Municipal collaboration

Advantages, disadvantages, motivations as well as conditions for ‘successful’ 
cooperation of municipalities are also popular topics of the relevant interna-
tional scientific literature. The largest part of studies on municipal collabora-
tion focuses on intermunicipal collaboration and analyses the municipalities’ 
motivation to collaborate. A classical motivation, especially for smaller muni-
cipalities, seems to consist of potential cost reduction, as demonstrated in the 
Spanish case (Bel, Fageda, and Mur 2013). If this finding is confirmed by data 
on Norway, geographical location and heterogeneity relative to neighbour-
ing municipalities also seem to influence intermunicipal cooperation 
(Arntsen, Torjesen, and Karlsen 2018). Another study demonstrates that cost 
savings are at the centre of interest in short term cooperation, whereas 
service quality and cross-jurisdictional coordination determines long term 
cooperation between municipalities of the New York State (Aldag and 
Warner 2018). In addition, effective cost reduction seems to depend on 
internal factors of intermunicipal cooperation, such as the institutional 
arrangement of municipal cooperation, the participation of municipal repre-
sentatives in management and professional managers (Soukopová and 
Vaceková 2018).

Concerning the composition of cooperative groups, Hulst and van 
Montfort (2007) notice in their comparative study of eight European countries 
that there is a strong presence of pure intermunicipal cooperation and, to 
a lesser extent, also some mixed forms of cooperation with other public or 
even private entities. Although horizontal cooperation is dominating, popu-
larity of vertical cooperation between municipalities and upper level govern-
ment is increasing. Besides access to financial resources and know-how, 
shared competencies in certain public fields and the need for larger scales 
explain this evolution (Hulst et al. 2009). In their study of American cities’ 
collaboration in the field of economic development policies, Agranoff and 
McGuire (Agranoff and McGuire 2004) consider the whole range of horizontal 
and vertical dimensions. Among others, they explain the large variety in 
collaborative activity found by the strategic orientation of each city.

The composition of the cooperation network also determines manage-
ment complexity. In the case of intermunicipal cooperation in Portugal, 
Camões, Tavares, and Teles (2021, 1) conclude that ‘a larger number of 
local governments involved in IMA [intermunicipal associations] and higher 
levels of heterogeneity among them make cooperation more difficult’. It is 
argued that the challenge is even bigger in the case of municipal coopera-
tion, which involves non-governmental actors and governmental actors of 
higher levels.

Finally, although cooperation and strategy are related, no study analysed 
the place of cooperation within municipal strategies, to our knowledge.
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Swiss context and hypotheses

The context of Swiss municipalities situates them in a situation, within which 
they need and are able to cooperate. They need to cooperate because they are 
part of the Swiss federalist and therefore multilevel system, where many tasks 
are shared between two or even three institutional levels (Ladner and 
Desfontaine Mathys 2019). Collaboration with private actors is a traditionally 
widespread practice in Switzerland, since many public tasks are shared or even 
delegated to non-governmental actors. With NPM reforms, this tendency was 
reinforced (Ladner 2013). However, Swiss municipalities are also able to coop-
erate since they dispose of a particularly high autonomy. Indeed, in European 
comparison, they benefit of the highest autonomy (Ladner, Keuffer, and 
Baldersheim 2016), what facilitates reforms aiming at improving service deliv-
ery in accordance with local preferences (Keuffer 2018). Thus, if they consider 
that cooperation may be a useful tool, they have the liberty to use it.

What hypotheses can be made regarding the research questions? 
Intermunicipal cooperation is very important in Swiss municipalities (Steiner 
2003; Steiner and Kaiser 2018). Kübler (2014) notices that as good as all nuclear 
towns are involved in one or several kinds of collaborations. Municipalities of 
agglomerations principally collaborate in order to achieve economies of scale 
and to improve coordination (Kübler 2014). As a consequence, we expect that 
such collaborations also figure in municipal strategies (hypothesis 1a). Concerning 
the potential evolution over time, three arguments lead to the hypothesis of 
a slight decrease in the number of collaborations (hypothesis 1b). First, mergers 
undergone by scrutinised municipalities may have an impact on the number of 
collaborations, since mergers may constitute a mean to overcome institutional 
fragmentation. Between 2010 and 2020, three out of the 34 scrutinised munici-
palities were concerned by a merger.2 Thus, a slight reduction of collaborations 
can be expected due to mergers. Second, in the case of institutional fragmen-
tation, cooperation projects mentioned in municipalities’ strategies may neces-
sitate long term cooperation, whereas other cooperative projects, such as the 
realisation of common planning of new infrastructure, may be resolved after 
a few years of cooperation. From this point of view, it can be expected that 
some short-term projects, planned in municipal strategies of 2010, are finished 
until 2020 and will not reappear in the 2020 strategies. Of course, new short- 
term collaborative projects may emerge. Third, municipal cooperation intensi-
fied between 2005 and 2010 (Keuffer 2018) and also between 2012 and 2017, 
but more in small than in medium-sized and large municipalities (Steiner and 
Kaiser 2018). Since this study focuses on larger municipalities, a further intensi-
fication is not expected.

Regarding the prioritisation for collaboration in specific public fields, Kübler 
(2014) observes that intermunicipal collaboration is particularly strong in cul-
ture, provision of water, gas and electricity, evacuation of used water and waste, 
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welfare, security, justice and traffic. These findings coincide for the most part 
with an earlier study of Steiner (2003). In addition to the mentioned fields, the 
latter study also identified school issues and healthcare as public fields with 
a high degree of intermunicipal cooperation. Since strategies often aim at 
change related to the changing environment, we hypothesise that cooperation 
such as suggested in municipal strategies may concern other public fields than the 
ones where effective cooperation is reported by previous studies of Kübler (2014) 
and Steiner (2003) (hypothesis 2a). In the same vein, we expect that different 
public fields may be strategically prioritised in 2020 than in 2010 (hypothesis 2b).

Finally, with regard to the complexity of collaboration, it is worth 
underlining that ‘municipal tasks have become more complex and mani-
fold due to societal, technological and economic changes and increasing 
requirements from citizens’ (Steiner and Kaiser 2018, 174). From this 
point of view, one can argue that an increasing number of non- 
governmental actors must be integrated in problem solving. 
Simultaneously, it has to be underlined that legislative programmes 
have a more or less strong performative character, as demonstrated by 
Wyden Guelpa and Genoud (2015) for the case of the Swiss cantonal 
(state) governments. As a consequence, governments may be judged on 
the basis of their degree of performance at the end of a legislative period 
and before the next elections and therefore may adopt the strategy of 
‘blame avoidance’ (Hood 2011). In this double context, we make the 
hypothesis that municipal cooperation, such as planned in legislative pro-
grammes, involves other municipalities and public authorities situated at 
the upper government levels (governmental actors) than actors of the civil 
society and private actors (non-governmental actors) (hypothesis 3a). In 
addition, it is hypothesised that horizontal collaboration is more frequent 
than vertical collaboration (hypothesis 3b) and that the share of collabora-
tions with only one type of actor is more frequent than with two or more 
types of actors (hypothesis 3c). Since, complexity seems to increase over 
time, we hypothesise that complexity in terms of types of collaborative 
actors (governmental vs. non-governmental), institutional level (horizontal 
vs. vertical) and number of involved types of collaborative actors slightly 
increases between 2010 and 2020 (hypothesis 3d). In other words, it is 
expected that the share of planned collaborations with non- 
governmental actors, of vertical collaboration and with two or more 
types of actors increases.

Methods and data

The study’s analytical basis consists of the legislative programmes of all 
Swiss municipalities with more than 20,000 inhabitants in 2018 (n = 45), 
the year of which most recent data was available at the time of the 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT STUDIES 7



research project’s formulation. Focusing on the largest municipalities 
increased the chance to find legislative programmes, since they imple-
mented more strongly NPM instruments than smaller ones (Ladner 2016). 
Smaller municipalities using less systematically strategies, an analysis of 
this group would have been less representative. In addition, given the 
very important number of small municipalities in Switzerland, the diffi-
culty of empirical feasibility would be very high. As the legislative period 
has different durations (four or five years) and years of departure accord-
ing to the municipality, the periodicity is not identical either. Therefore, 
legislative programmes, covering the year 2020, were collected. Most of 
them were available on the municipalities’ websites. The introduction 
date of such strategic programmes also varied. Some pioneers introduced 
them in the end of the 1990s, others waited until a few years ago or do 
still not use this instrument at all. Therefore, municipalities were con-
tacted in order to receive legislative programmes covering also the year 
2010, what allowed comparison over time. In the case of eleven munici-
palities, such a comparison was not possible since legislative programmes 
did not exist either in 2010 and/or 2020 or because contacted munici-
palities did not react to our request. As a consequence, the study is 
based on 34 municipalities.

The identification of cooperation was carried out through detailed reading 
of all 68 legislative programmes. Any paragraph containing a mention of 
cooperation was selected and integrated in a data base. In addition, not only 
explicit mentions of the word ‘cooperation’ or ‘collaboration’ were identified 
but also paragraphs, which clearly speak about cooperation, without men-
tioning the given words as such. Paragraphs with too vague terms, such as 
‘sustain’ or ‘help’ were excluded. Whenever several text passages obviously 
focused on the same issue, they were merged to one single observation, in 
order not to overvalue them. All observed items were integrated in a excel 
data base.

Once the data base constituted, each observation was analysed regarding its 
content. The observations were qualified regarding the concerned public field-
(s), collaborative actor(s) and the institutional level of the collaborative actor(s).

The typology of public fields is principally based on a list of Steiner and Kaiser 
(2013), which contains nine public fields within which municipalities generally 
have to accomplish tasks. Indeed, depending on cantonal legislation, municipa-
lities’ tasks vary to some extent. All of the nine public activities fields except one 
(municipalities’ internal organisation) were taken as a basis to attribute the 
empirical observations. Four of them were enlarged through related topics 
(see words in italics). Five more categories were added in order to cover empirical 
observations (see categories in italics), which can mainly be explained by the fact 
that municipalities also execute voluntary tasks in other public fields. As a result, 
the following categories of public fields are used for the analysis:
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(1) Provision of water and electricity & evacuation of used water and 
waste;

(2) Construction, urbanism & big projects;
(3) Public transport & roads;
(4) Environment;
(5) Citizenship & integration;
(6) Police & security;
(7) Health and Social welfare;
(8) Sports, culture and leisure;
(9) Economic development;

(10) Education;
(11) Finance;
(12) Transversal3;
(13) Undefined.4

The types of collaborative actors were partly predefined (e.g., muni-
cipality, canton, federal government, private enterprises, inhabitants, 
associations and other organisations of the civil society), partly chosen 
in an inductive way, i.e., on the basis of empirical observations (foreign 
actors, higher education institutions, internal services [such as local 
public enterprises, schools and other rather autonomous public orga-
nisations at the local level]). Considering that collaboration is more 
complex with a different kind of actor than with municipalities, colla-
borations are distinguished between those, which are planned with 
other municipalities and those, which are planned with a different 
kind of actor than municipalities (e.g., canton, private enterprise, etc.).

Regarding the institutional level of the collaborative actor, it is observed 
whether the collaboration takes place on a horizontal and/or vertical dimen-
sion. Collaboration with other municipalities, private enterprises present 
within the municipalities, inhabitants, associations and other organisations 
of the civil society is considered as horizontal collaboration. Collaboration 
with cantons, the federal government and public enterprises of cantonal and 
federal levels is considered as vertical.5

The volume of analysed legislative programmes varies a lot between 
municipalities. Some of them are defined on two pages, whereas others 
are developed in extensive reports of almost one hundred pages. This 
may have an impact on the number of observations per municipality. As 
a consequence, the longitudinal comparison of the number of coopera-
tion observations is not done for all municipalities together, but by 
municipality. Thus, it is analysed how many municipalities increased or 
decreased planned strategic cooperation between both periods. This 
reduces the bias introduced by the varying format between the munici-
palities’ legislative programmes, since the format generally remained 
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the same between 2010 and 2020 within the same municipality. In 
addition, regarding the further research questions, other peculiarities 
in terms of empirical observations are also being controlled for munici-
palities with a particularly high number of observations, due to their 
documents’ volume. Finally, this heterogeneous format also implies that 
accessible information, for instance in terms of actors involved in coop-
eration, is not always uniform either. As a consequence, some observa-
tions cannot be qualified regarding the type of collaborative actors, 
public field or institutional level. Last but not least, it is important to 
underline that by counting the different observations of collaborations, 
no difference is made regarding their respective scope, e.g., in terms of 
financial importance or duration.

Table 1. Evolution of cooperation observations between 2010 and 2020 by 
municipality.

Municipality Year 2010 Year 2020 Evolution factor*

Aarau 6 8 1.33
Allschwil 10 3 0.3
Basel 12 12 1
Bern 4 4 1
Biel/Bienne 10 4 0.4
Carouge 6 4 0.67
Dietikon 2 2 1
Dübendorf 4 0 0
Emmen 9 3 0.33
Frauenfeld 9 3 0.33
Fribourg 6 17 2.83
Genève 2 9 4.5
Horgen 2 2 1
Köniz 6 2 0.33
Kreuzlingen 8 3 0.375
Kriens 9 2 0.22
La Chaux-de-Fonds 25 14 0.56
Lancy 2 5 2.5
Lausanne 16 34 2.125
Luzern 6 6 1
Montreux 3 9 3
Neuchâtel 51 25 0.49
Nyon 10 0 0
Renens 11 19 1.73
Rapperswil-Jona 4 5 1.25
Schaffhausen 9 2 0.22
St.Gallen 2 3 1.5
Uster 5 5 1
Wettingen 3 1 0.33
Wil 6 6 1
Winterthur 9 1 0.11
Yverdon-les-Bains 6 7 1.167
Zug 3 1 0.33
Zürich 12 5 0.4167
Total 290 226 0.78

* = 2020/2010
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Empirical findings

Slightly decreasing importance of collaboration as a strategic tool

Cooperation seems to be popular among Swiss municipalities, also at 
a strategic level. In the case of 66 out of 68 scrutinised municipal strategies, 
at least one, but mostly several cooperation observations were made (see 
Table 1). Thus, hypothesis 1a can be confirmed. Simultaneously, there is no 
unanimous tendency towards more or less strategic cooperation between 
2010 and 2020. Almost half of municipalities reduced the number of planned 
collaborations (among which two municipalities reduced them up to 50%, 
thirteen between 51–100% and two with more than 100%), the other half is 
divided in ten municipalities, which increased the number of collaborations 
(among which four up to 50%, one between 51–100% and five with more 
than 100%), and seven municipalities, whose number remained stable. Thus, 
the hypothesis 1b of a slight reduction of planned collaborations can be 
confirmed. However, interestingly the three municipalities concerned by 
a merger between 2010 and 2020 – i.e., Horgen, Wil and Yverdon-les-Bains 
– either remained stable or even slightly increased the number of collabora-
tions over time. Thus, the reason for this overall reduction is not merger.

Varying collaboration by public field

The hypothesis with regard to collaboration by public field (hypothesis 2a) 
seems to be confirmed. Some public fields with frequent cooperation are also 
popular within the legislative programmes. Culture, together with sports and 
leisure, is also the most popular field of collaboration in municipal strategies. 
Health, together with social welfare, is also a frequently mentioned field for 
cooperation. Simultaneously, there are also some public fields which are 
more prominent in strategic documents than in reports of effective coopera-
tion. ‘Construction, urbanism and big projects’ as well as ‘economic develop-
ment’ are two fields, which are clearly more often mentioned in strategies 
than provision of water and energy and evacuation of water and waste as well 
as ‘public transport and roads’ (traffic) (see Figure 1). It is also worth mention-
ing that a considerable part of collaborations (10–13%) are announced with-
out mention of any public field. Thus, it is rather the principal of collaboration 
than a concrete project, which is mentioned. Interestingly, this ranking by 
public field remains very similar over time, although certain fields’ relative 
weight slightly increases or decreases. Thus, the hypothesis according to 
which strategic preferences with regard to cooperation vary over time cannot 
be confirmed (hypothesis 2b). In other words, strategy in terms of coopera-
tion is not necessarily adapted to changes in the environment. This raises 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT STUDIES 11



Fi
gu

re
 1

. P
la

nn
ed

 c
ol

la
bo

ra
tio

ns
 b

y 
pu

bl
ic

 fi
el

d.

12 L. BASCHUNG AND J. HEIM



again the question whether differences in terms of public fields between 
effective cooperation and planned strategic cooperation differs for other 
reasons than the changing environment.

From external to internal collaboration

Within analysed strategic documents, other municipalities (between 25% and 
30%) and the cantons (15–18%) are the most frequent collaborative partners, 
yet they do not occupy a majority of all observations. Thus, the hypothesis 3a 
must be rejected. Indeed, the large diversity of collaborative actors and their 
relative importance has to be underlined (see Figure 2). After other munici-
palities and cantons, associations and other civil society actors are the muni-
cipalities’ third collaboration partners (14–15%), followed by private 
enterprises (12–14%). Other private actors, higher education institutions, 
internal services, foreign actors and inhabitants complete the rich range of 
collaborative actors, though their relative weight is less important. Regarding 
the evolution of the non-governmental actors’ importance, the hypothesis 3d 
can be confirmed to the extent that other municipalities and cantons loose 
importance between 2010 and 2020. However, instead of a generally 
increased importance for non-governmental actors, one only actor strongly 
increases its importance as a collaborative partner between 2010 and 2020, 
i.e., inhabitants (from 4 to 12%)! Only ten municipalities planned collabora-
tions with inhabitants in 2010, whereas they were 16 in 2020, which shows 
that this change is not only based on some individual municipalities. Thus, 
social complexity seems to increasingly concern also the internal dimension 
of municipalities and not only the external dimension.

Given this striking evolution between 2010 and 2020, it is worth examining 
within which public fields collaboration with inhabitants is planned in 2020. 
Unsurprisingly, an important share concerns citizenship and integration, since 
inhabitants are very directly concerned. Yet, it is striking that again one public 
field holds by far the largest share, i.e., ‘construction, urbanism and big projects 
(see Figure 3).

A preference for horizontal collaboration

Regarding the institutional level of the cooperative actors, it is considered 
that horizontal collaboration is the least complex form of collaboration, since 
it is mono-dimensional and, a priori, without any perceived hierarchical order 
between actors. Vertical collaboration seems more complex to us since, 
legally speaking, there is a certain hierarchical order, which may prevent 
municipalities from looking for more contacts with cantons than necessary. 
The most complex form consists of bi-dimensional collaboration, involving 
collaborative partners from the horizontal and vertical level. About three 
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quarters of all observed collaboration items take place on the horizontal level. 
Thus, the hypothesis 3b can be confirmed. Interestingly, collaborations which 
involve the horizontal and vertical levels are even slightly more frequent than 
‘pure’ vertical collaborations, although we expect the former to be more 
complex than the latter. Since observed results remain quite stable over 
time, the hypothesis 3d cannot be confirmed regarding increasing complex-
ity in terms of involved levels (see Figure 4).

Since vertical collaboration seems to be less popular than horizontal 
collaboration, it is interesting to see within which public fields, vertical 
collaboration is dominant (more than 50%). An analysis of the number of 

Figure 4. Planned collaborations by institutional levels.

Figure 5. Share of planned vertical collaborations by field in 2020.
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vertical and horizontal/vertical collaborations by field on the total number of 
collaborations by field in 2020 shows that vertical collaboration is only 
dominant in the field of finance (7/10 observations) (see Figure 5). Although 
the analysed texts do not always provide information about the objective 
related to collaboration, the observations related to the field ‘finance’ often 
contain a lobbying goal. Thus, in this case, collaboration aims at convincing 
cantonal and federal authorities to improve the municipalities’ financial 
situation.

Keeping collaboration as simple as possible

Coming back to the complexity issue, it is also argued that the more types of 
various actors are involved in collaboration, the more complex collaboration 
becomes. Therefore, observed items were also analysed regarding this issue. 
Indeed, almost 70% of observed items take place with one only type of actor (see 
Figure 6). Thus, the hypothesis 3c can be confirmed. In most cases, the colla-
borative actor is not another municipality, but a different kind of actor. This 
tendency even reinforced between 2010 and 2020 (from 41% to 46% out of the 
70%). Almost a quarter of all collaborations take place with two types of actors. 
Also in this constellation, the two collaborative actors are mostly other actors 
than a municipality. The share of collaborations with three or more types of 
actors is inferior to 10%. These results show that a certain complexity seems to be 
necessary to achieve some strategic goals. Simultaneously, municipalities do not 
want to complicate collaborations more than necessary in terms of numbers of 
involved types of actors. Again, this situation remains quite stable over time. 
Thus, the complexification hypothesis (3d) must also be rejected on the basis of 
this kind of measurement.

Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that municipalities seem not to fear 
collaboration with other kinds of actors than municipalities, since between 
62% (in 2010) and 67% (in 2020) of all collaborations exclusively take place 
with non-municipal actors. This finding also clearly demonstrates that muni-
cipal collaboration is a phenomenon, which can definitely not be limited to 
the intermunicipal collaboration.

It is difficult to evaluate on the basis of the analysed documents, whether 
collaborations with several other types of actors take place within own single 
network or rather bilaterally between the municipality and each collaborative 
actor. Nevertheless, one may ask whether there are public fields, whose strate-
gic objectives necessitate more complex actor constellations than others in 
order to be achieved. An analysis of all observations including two or more 
types of collaborative actors (including the category ‘1 + other municipalities’) 
was carried out by calculating the respective shares of such networks by public 
field. It shows that complex actor constellations are most frequent in ‘Health 
and social welfare’, ‘Economic development’ and ‘Sports, culture and leisure’ 
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(see Figure 7). If one deduces ‘undefined’ and ‘transversal’ items, these three 
fields occupy almost half of all complex observations. In terms of frequency, 
they are followed by ‘Construction, urbanism and big projects’ as well as 
‘Citizenship and integration’. Such networks actor constellations are clearly 
rarer in the remaining fields.

Discussion and conclusion

On the basis of the study’s results, it can be said doubtlessly that 
collaboration is a tool, which is not only an important part of the Swiss 
municipal governments’ daily life, but also of their strategic reflections. 
Given the institutional conditions, i.e., a multilevel system, high municipal 
autonomy and traditionally strong collaboration with private actors, this 
finding is not surprising. As hypothesised, the number of planned colla-
borations is slightly decreasing over time, yet, not because of municipal 
mergers. Thus, there must be other reasons. After a period of increasing 
numbers of collaborations, it may be natural that the instrument of 
cooperation cannot be exploited even more in the case of larger munici-
palities. Thus, it may have reached its limits. Indeed, a balance has to be 
found between the advantages – such as economies of scale, higher 
quality and new services – and disadvantages of cooperation – such as 
time-consuming decision-making processes, potential democratic deficits 
and the loss of municipal autonomy. Simultaneously, empirical observa-
tions have still to confirm whether this slight decline also takes place in 
reality and not only in strategic reflections.

Figure 7. Planned collaborations with 2 and more types of actors by public field in 2020.
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Obtained results raise further questions. First, how can the observed 
patterns in terms of planned collaborations by field be explained? It is 
striking that the relative weight of public fields partly differs between 
effectively reported cooperation by field and declared strategic inten-
tions and that this difference is quite stable over time. Thus, explaining 
this difference by the evolving context would probably be wrong since 
it did not evolve significantly between 2010 and 2020. Rather, it seems 
that local governments consider that collaborations in the field of 
‘construction, urbanism and big projects’ as well as ‘economic devel-
opment’ generally sell better than cooperative projects relative to the 
provision of water and energy and evacuation of water and waste. 
Indeed, the former fields allow developing more easily a promising 
vision for the future evolution of a municipality than less spectacular 
fields, such as evacuation of water and waste. Thus, this might be 
a reason why they receive more place in such public strategic docu-
ments than the place they occupy in municipalities’ daily life.

Second, this study allowed identifying patterns in terms of actor 
constellations and degree of complexity. Apparently, local governments 
plan cooperation as complex as necessary and as simple as possible. 
Collaboration is essentially planed at the horizontal level. 
Simultaneously, more than 30% of all collaborative observations involve 
two or more types of actors. In addition, about two thirds of all 
collaborations are carried out with other types of actors than munici-
palities, what demonstrates that municipal collaboration clearly goes 
beyond the intermunicipal level and attains a certain complexity. As 
a consequence, the question may be raised whether this finding corre-
sponds to a Swiss particularity or a broader tendency. A comparison 
with other countries would provide more insight.

Besides these scientific findings, this study allowed identifying further find-
ings, which are relevant from a political point of view. First, as mentioned, 
collaboration seems to be seen, above all, as a strategic tool among local actors. 
It is mostly planned at the horizontal level and within public fields, which are 
prominent local issues, such as ‘construction, urbanism and big projects’, ‘sports, 
culture and leisure’ as well as ‘economic development’. It is far less present in 
more national or even global issues, such as ‘environment’. As a consequence, 
one may ask whether the relatively weak share of planned vertical collaboration 
expresses a decoupling effect between municipalities and their cantons and the 
Confederation, as a reaction to the deterioration of cantonal and federal financial 
support. Indeed, municipalities complain about the increasing delegation of 
federal and cantonal tasks to them without the relative funding and horizontal 
collaboration with other municipalities and private actors is seen as a mean to 
remedy to this situation (Giauque and Emery 2008). This interpretation somehow 
contradicts with findings made by Ladner and Desfontaine Mathys (2019), 
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according to which 65% of all municipalities – yet with important differences 
according to the canton – consider that their relationship with their canton is 
good or rather good. Another explanation could be that municipal government 
programmes are naturally more strongly orientated towards local collaboration, 
since citizens who elect governmental members are principally interested in 
local issues. Whatever the empirically correct answer, it is certainly worth think-
ing about more strategic policy coordination among actors situated at the 
various institutional levels, because there are many fields, which concern the 
three levels. An important path was made in 2001 with the foundation of the 
‘Tripartite Conference of the Agglomerations’, transformed in 2017 to the 
‘Tripartite Conference’ (Ladner and Desfontaine Mathys 2019). The latter includes 
representatives of the Confederation, cantons, municipalities, agglomerations 
and – since 2017 – rural areas and is a platform that treats ‘territorial questions’ 
(Ladner and Desfontaine Mathys 2019). Potential for increasing strategic colla-
boration seems to exist, for instance in the field of environment, where vertical 
collaboration is weak and, in addition, does only weakly take place at the 
horizontal level.

Second, the evolution of strategic collaboration between 2010 and 
2020 in terms of collaborative actors clearly shows that the importance 
of collaboration with inhabitants strongly increased. Due to direct 
democracy, Swiss citizens are used to be asked to co-decide about 
important political decisions. From this point of view, the fact that 
municipalities plan to collaborate with them is not astonishing. Yet, 
what may be the reason that municipalities consider them much more 
strongly in 2020 than in 2010? It is striking that municipal collaboration 
with inhabitants is especially planned for the public field ‘construction, 
urbanism and big projects’. Indeed, between 2010 and 2020, several 
big municipal projects – such as the 92 metres high ‘Taoua Tower’ in 
Lausanne – were refused due to opposition of citizens. Citizens seem to 
feel increasingly concerned, a tendency which was already identified 
for other European countries (Loeffler and Bovaird 2018) and cities 
increasingly use participative processes (Biau, Fenker, and Macaire 
2013). By integrating inhabitants, municipalities try to increase legiti-
macy of their public policies (Scott and Thomas 2017) and thereby to 
reduce the risk of failure of big projects (Babey and Giauque 2009).

Finally, some shortcomings of this study must also be underlined. 
First of all, the study is limited to municipalities with more than 20,000 
inhabitants and for whom data was available. As a consequence, only 
34 out of more than 2000 Swiss municipalities constitute the basis of 
this work. An increasing number of smaller municipalities also use 
strategies as a management tool. Thus, later studies may also integrate 
them. Second, the various forms and volumes of the analysed legisla-
tive programmes necessarily limit the latter’s comparability. As no 
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uniform reports exist, the absolute numbers of observations per muni-
cipality should not be overinterpreted. Nevertheless, the relative weight 
of the total observations per public field, type and number of colla-
borative actors and institutional levels as well as over time provide 
a number of interesting patterns discussed earlier. Third, it is important 
to underline that analysed observations of collaborations are not neces-
sarily implemented in reality. As mentioned, they are governmental 
intentions to collaborate. Thus, it would be interesting to follow up 
to what extent the intentions contained in the legislative programmes 
were or are going to be transformed in effective collaborations in order 
to examine how big the gap between effective and strategically 
planned collaborations is.

Notes

1. Since the terms ‘collaboration’ and ‘cooperation’ are often used in an inter-
changeable way in analysed empirical documents, this is also done in this article.

2. Analysis carried out on the basis of data provided by the Federal Office of 
Statistics; https://www.atlas.bfs.admin.ch/maps/13/de/15079_7981_228_227/ 
23828.html; accessed in May 2021.

3. Observed items were qualified as « transversal” when it was obvious that they 
were not related to one or several particular fields, but potentially concern all 
fields. For instance, this is the case in cooperation projects examining the 
potential of a municipal merger or agglomeration projects.

4. Observed items were qualified as « undefined” when no public field was 
indicated and no transversal intention was visible.

5. In the case of the city of Basel, which is also a canton, collaborations with other 
cantons are considered as being horizontal collaborations.
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